A decade has passed since the equal right of all children to quality education regardless of their mental or physical abilities was declared by the Education Law (IzglÓtÓbas likums, 1998) 
Introduction
The most significant international document on the rights of the people with special needs, the Salamanka Statement, argues that general schools with inclusive orientation are ì...the most effective means of combating discriminatory attitudes, building an inclusive society and achieving education for allî (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO, 1994, p. 9) . The unique nature of inclusive education, which is growing in importance from year to year, is that more and more countries mandate its incorporation into the general school practice. In 1998 Latvia passed the Education Law (IzglÓtÓbas likums, 1998) which requires that disabled children be educated with their peers in regular classrooms. The issue of the rights and the ways to implement the inclusive education approach has been discussed at various conferences and meetings and has been the subject of research. Many plans have been worked out but still need to be implemented in everyday practice at the school and classroom levels. Unfortunately, very few Latvian researchers have worked in the field of inclusive education. Therefore, it is important to seek information based on international research. DOI: 10.2478/v10099-009-0048-8 
What does international research tell about inclusive education?
Research undertaken internationally over the past two decades has developed a clearer understanding of what inclusive schooling means and what factors enhance the effectiveness and sustainability of these schools. Numerous definitions are provided; however, one of these, which expresses the very essence of inclusive education, is stated by Mara Sapon-Shevin (UK), a professor of inclusive education:
The vision of inclusion is that all children would be served in their neighbourhood schools in regular classrooms with children of their own age. The idea is that these schools would be restructured so that they are supportive, nurturing communities that really meet the needs of all the children within them: rich in resources and support for both students and teachers. (OíNeil, 1994, p. 7) .
Educational researchers have studied inclusive education through various perspectives: the systemic change (Ainscow & Haile-Giorgis, 1999) , the forms of classroom practices and school organization (Ainscow, 1999) and teacher education (Ainscow, 1994; Carrington & Robinson, 2004; Frey & Fisher, 2004) . Years of international research into inclusive education have led to the conclusion that school culture largely determines the inclusiveness or non-inclusiveness schools in a significant way. A large number of investigations focused on school culture as part of the organizational change process, which considers it as a necessary condition for sustainable change to progress (Deal, 1993; Deal & Peterson, 1994; Hargreaves, 1994; Harris, 2002; Hopkins, 2001; Sarason, 1996) . Even more, Deal (1985) refers to organizational culture as ìthe epicentre of changeî (p. 303). As Sarason (1996) states, school culture refers to the aspects of the school that are viewed by its personnel as ëgivení or essential features, which they would defend against elimination or marked change. These beliefs are so much a part of a school setting that they are not given much thought and are difficult to express in words. They are simply ìthe way things are.î Perhaps, therefore, understanding and changing school culture is the most difficult aspect of systemic school change. An extensive body of research suggests three components that help explore and explain the school culture. These components are artefacts, beliefs and values and assumptions. Research on school culture indicates that the most essential categories that serve to describe organizational culture are values, beliefs, attitudes, ways of thinking, customs and rituals. Moreover, these categories are considered the main components of organisational culture (Schein, 1992; Senge, 1990) . To summarise, international research suggests that school reform towards inclusive education demands more than inclusive education laws; it requires the rearranged environment of classrooms and school. It also calls for the reorientation of the whole school culture, especially for the change to be sustainable.
The authorís experience of working in different inclusive projects and meeting with teachers and educational administrators at different levels shows that the most often expressed assumptions about the obstacles to implementing inclusive education are the lack of political decisions and insufficient funding. Therefore, this study was commenced under two assumptions: 1) the national educational policy clearly directs school reform towards inclusive education; 2) despite two decades of discussions about inclusive education, the availability of international research literature and numerous innovative projects that put the idea of inclusive education into practice, the complaints of teachers and administrators of not-inclusive schools remain essentially the same. These complaints are largely due to inadequate educational policy and insufficient financial resources. The aim of this study is to test these two assumptions.
Methods
For the purpose of testing the initial assumptions, in this three yearsí study (2004ñ 2006) the teachersí perceptions about the factors that influenced inclusion or noninclusion of children with special needs in general schools or preschools were explored. The study involved collection and analysis of quantitative and qualitative data. Surveys and essays were used for data collection. For the purpose of validity, the method of randomly selected sample was used for the surveys. 303 in-service teachers and bachelor students of Daugavpils University were invited to respond to a survey: 49 teachers in the first year of the study in 2004; 123 teachers in the second year in 2005 and 124 in the third year of the study in 2006. The survey was not modified during the study in order to gather continuous data. It was structured in two parts. The first part of the survey consisted of questions aimed at collecting the background information about the participants of the study, such as Do you work in an urban or rural school? Are you a pre-school or a primary class teacher? What instructional language do you have in your school ñ Latvian, Russian, other? Do you have children with special needs in your school/ pre-school? The options for answering the last question of this part of the survey were ìyesî, ìnoî, ìdo not knowî. Seven teachersí responses were discarded during the first screening since their answer to the last question of the first part of the survey was ìdo not knowî. Thus, 296 surveys were analysed. The quantitative part of the survey indicates that all participants were early childhood teachers, both pre-school and primary teachers. In the first year of the study 30.6% were teachers from inclusive schools, in the second year ñ 64.2% and in the last year of the study ñ 56.5%. During the three years of the study, 72.3% of teachers represented inclusive schools, but 27.7% of participants were from schools, which did not have inclusive experiences. All respondents were female. Two largest cities and two regions of Latvia were represented: teachers from the capital city Riga and Daugavpils (68.3%), teachers from Riga region in the central part of the country and teachers from Latgale region in the Eastern part of the country (31.7%). Teachers from the cities mostly represented schools and pre-schools with Russian instructional language, whereas teachers from rural areas came mostly from schools and pre-schools with Latvian instructional language. It is also worth noting that economical situation in Riga and its region is better than in Latgale, which is the most deprived region of the country. Therefore, the schoolsí provision and maintenance might differ in the regions. Thus, the population of this study represents a broad spectrum of the schools and teachers of Latvia.
The second part of the survey included one open-ended question that was aimed to collect qualitative data on the teachersí perceptions about inclusive education, such as What do you think, why your school has or has not accepted and implemented the inclusive education approach? Teachers were not limited in terms of how detailed the answer may be. This strategy provided extensive qualitative data related to teachersí perceptions on the influential factors of inclusion.
The design of the essay was selected, proceeding from the need to examine deeper the perceptions that teachers hold regarding the features that underpin inclusive and non-inclusive school practices. In 2006, the seven teachers who wrote essays ìMy Experience with Students with Disabilitiesî were part-time students of Daugavpils University, five of them worked in inclusive and two in non-inclusive schools. The teachers were instructed that, if they did not have such experience themselves, they could tell a story of their colleague or they might tell why they thought they had never had such students in their classrooms or schools.
Thus, the survey and the essays provided a rich qualitative material for further interpretation. Then, the challenge of the interpretation of qualitative data lied in grouping closely related characteristics into more general categories. Qualitative data analysis was partially based on the tactics suggested by Miles and Huberman (1994) . For generating meaning from the collected data, in this study the following tactics were applied: clustering, counting and making comparisons. At the first stage of the qualitative data analysis, during the screening of the respondentsí answers to the last question of the survey and the essays, all wording used in the participants responses and related to inclusion was categorised into two primary clusters reflecting the perceptions of those teachers who had inclusive experience in their schools (Group A ñ 72.3% of survey participants) and those who had no such experience (Group B ñ 27.7% of survey participants). Then the extracts of teachersí answers were counted in each primary cluster and grouped in six categories: state policy, tolerant society, school and classroom environment, staff relationships, professional characteristics of teachers and personal characteristics of teachers. For the final stage of analysis these six categories were grouped in three larger clusters: 1) external factors that influence inclusion; 2) internal factors at school and classroom level; 3) personal factors (Figure 1) . The results of this stage are reflected in the next chapter of this article. The final chapter reports on the findings of the comparison between the results obtained by the qualitative data of this study and its initial assumptions.
Results
The differences and similarities in the views of the two groups of teachers about why their school has or has not accepted and has or has not implemented the inclusive education approach are displayed in Figure 1 and described in this chapter. Expectations regarding additional staff are expressed similarly by group A and group B teachers (48% and 49%). More significant differences are revealed in the expectations of the state curriculum for inclusive classrooms: 7% of group A and 23% of group B. It should be added that one of the most frequently mentioned reasons that group B teachers (72%) suggest to explain why there are no children with special needs in their school is the existence of a broad net of special schools and other institutions for disabled children in the neighbourhood:
I work near A city in B civil parish. We do not have children with special needs in our school, and I think we will not have them because there are many special pre-schools, special schools and boarding schools and special children care centres in the city and in our region.
Tolerant society. Tolerance towards inclusion in the society is considered by both groups, though the perspective on this factor differs. In most of their answers group B teachers (61%) point that ìLatvian society is not yet ready to accept the disabled people as equalsî. A teacher tries to explain the reasons for this situation:
To my mind, it is a very difficult and complicated process to change the old traditions. The old views from the soviet period still remain in the consciousness of most people ñ they pretend that we do not have such people at all.î ìWe do not have children with special needs in our school. Perhaps it is because their parents do not want it. We do not know whether we have such children in our town.
There are less teachers of group A (12%) who mention intolerance of the society as one of the obstacles to inclusion. They try to notice the positive changes:
There are few such people in our streets because they ëdo not fití in the society of those who are successful, healthy and handsome. But, little by little, we are forced to accept the reality ñ we do have such people and children in our society.
Typically, the negative attitude towards inclusion from the side of the parents of normally developed children has been stressed by the teachers of group B (36%). When a school has adopted inclusive education approach and implemented it in its everyday practice, the teachers feel cooperation and learning from each other to be much more important than the teachers of non-inclusive schools. One participant (group A) concluded that ìshared beliefs are importantî.
We had (a child with special needs) last year. But other parents had a very

Personal factors
Professional characteristics of the teachers. ìTeachers must know about the childís disabilityî, ìsome special methods should be acquiredî, ìindividual work is very importantî, ìplay is what can help to start to communicate and to speakî, ìyou must observe the development of the disabled child very carefullyî... In one sense, these examples may appear to represent too general abstractions. However, they demonstrate which professional characteristics are meaningful for the teachers. Interestingly, the greatest difference between the views of group A and B is about the role of observation: it was three times more strongly distinguished by the teachers of inclusive schools (group A ñ 47%, group B ñ 16%).
The relationship between inclusion and cooperation with parents is considered as consistently positive by both groups. Even more, most of the survey participants (42% from group A and 45% from group B) seem to grant that the teacher of inclusive classroom must cooperate with parents:
We must cooperate; we cannot reach good results alone. I have spent hours in discussions with parents. (Parents of the child with special needs were quite shamed and suspicious at the beginning. Z. B. However, a notable number of surveys and life stories contain a lot of complaints about parents who ìdo not want, are not interested and refuse to cooperateî.
The profession demands that teachers need to ërenewí themselves periodically and get new perspectives for their work from educational theory or from different conferences and seminars. The need to improve their knowledge in the field of special education and inclusion is defined three times more frequently by the participants of group B ñ 64% (35% in group A). The very few objections against the necessity of the continuing professional development are based on the assumption that after ìall life spent in this profession, there is enough practical knowledge and life wisdomî (2 participants).
Personal characteristics of the teachers. References to love and respect towards each child regardless of his or her abilities are often mentioned by group A and B (42% and 78%). But the following explanations reveal that the teachers of group A understood these terms as more related to the childís achievements and development. They do not mention the words ëloveí and ërespectí so much, but their love is more expressed by the context of their stories: A large number of teachers (62% of group A and 51% of group B) expressed an opinion that equal attitude to all children, responsibility, patience, endurance, responsiveness and generosity are necessary to work with the children with special needs. Similarly, the need for risk taking and responsibility were stressed.
It should be noted that though the study was limited to preschool and primary school teachers, its findings may also be applied to the other stages of education ñ basic and secondary schools.
Conclusions
This study was started with two assumptions to test: 1) the national educational policy sets clear direction of school reforms towards inclusive education and 2) despite the two decades of educational reform towards inclusive education, the complaints of noninclusive schools remain essentially the same ñ about the inadequate policy and insufficient financial resources. The results of the analysis of teachersí perceptions overthrow these initial assumptions. Contrary to the wide spread views in Latvian educational community that political and financial factors are the most influential for the change towards inclusive education, this study distinguished the issues of the human dimension in teachersí perception of their work for the change that has occurred or has been considered to occur when a school implements inclusive education approach. The study reveals that human and professional factors prevail considerably over the policy and financial resources factors. It is the first conclusion of this study that the problem with development of inclusive schools lays not so much in the lack of policy or financial and material resources. It rests more in something more fundamental: in the organizational culture of the schools in Latvia. This conclusion coincides with international research findings. It also matches some local research findings. Salite (2006) concludes on teachersí perceptions of the present and future education that ìthe teachersí hopes for the future education claimed for the need of more spiritual relationships, common aim of upbringingî (p. 407).
The second conclusion of this study is that while almost all teachers, those having or lacking inclusive education experience in their schools, place the teachersí professional and personal categories at the top of the preconditions for inclusive education (98% in total), they do not relate it to beliefs and values ñ the most essential component of school culture. Actually, they do not mention the term ëcultureí or the term ëclimateí, which would sound more used in Latvian context. Although, curiously, many of the statements are semantically close, for example, I am sure..., I believe..., I do think that.... This may be explained by insufficient attention to the issues of the school culture in preservice and in-service training of teachers. While the study shows that the obstacles for the change towards inclusive education are less connected with external factors, it suggests: 1) that the change is much more difficult; 2) that there is much more risk of it being unsustainable. Consequently, the current reform efforts require considerably greater emphasis on school culture. To address this need, the issues of school culture should be more thoroughly investigated and reflected in pre-service and in-service teacher education.
This study only partly reflects what teachers value as important factors in implementing inclusive education. There may be many other factors that influence the development and sustainability of inclusive school culture. However, this study revealed that effective and sustainable change to inclusive education requires reorientation from solely external and knowledge-based factors to the cultural factors in our efforts to build inclusive schools. The research area, which should be considered in future studies, is how to build the understanding of inclusive school culture and how to implement and sustain changes related to inclusive education.
